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GOETHE'S USE OF VERGAKELT 

The discovery a few years ago at Zurich of a manuscript of 
Wilhelm Meisters theatralische Sendung * was an important event 
not only from a literary but also from a philological point of view, 
inasmuch as it has added a very interesting document to the 
sources for the grammatical study of Goethe's language. The 
manuscript abounds in individual grammatical forms, and while 
we are not always certain that the anomaly belongs to Goethe and 
not to the two Swiss ladies who copied his manuscript, there re- 
main enough instances in which there can be little doubt as to the 
correctness of the copy. Among the latter instances I should reckon 
the word vergakelt, found in the first and in the second chapter of 
the Sendung. 2 The fact that this word occurs — in the same spell- 
ing — in two different passages seems to preclude the suspicion of 
a clerical error, being at the same time a safeguard against possible 
misinterpretation. 

The first passage reads : 

" ' Sei nur stille,' sagte die Alte, indem sie die Kleider der Pup- 
pen, die sich etwas verschoben hatten, zurecht riickte . . . ; 'wie 
ilir klein, wart ihr immer drin vergakelt, und trugt euch mit euern 
Spiel- und Naschsachen herum die ganze Feiertage.' " (' You'd 
better hold your tongue,' said the old woman, while adjusting the 
dresses of the puppets which had become slightly disarranged . . . ; 
' when a child, you used to be infatuated with them and to carry 
about your toys and titbits with you throughout the holidays.') 

"While vergakelt is here construed with the preposition in {drin) 
in the sense of ' vernarrt in,' it occurs without preposition and in a 
slightly different shade of meaning in the next chapter. 

1 Goethe, Wilhelm Meisters theatralische Sendung. Mitteilungen tiber 
die wiedergefundene erste Fassung von W. Meisters Lehrjahren von G. 
Billeter. Zurich 1910. — Qoethes Werke. Hrsg. im Auftrage der Gross- 
herzogin Sophie v. Sachsen. Bd. 51 u. 52. Weimar, 1911. — Goethe, Wil- 
helm Meisters theatralische Sendung. Nach der Schulthess'schen Abschrift 
hrsg. v. H. Maync. Stuttgart u. Berlin (Cotta) 1911. 

2 Billeter, pp. 22 and 26. — Goethes Werke, vol. 51, pp. 5 and 9. — Maync, 
pp. 2 and 6. — The two passages are also found in Selections from Classical 
German Literature, by Klara H. Collitz, New York, Oxford University 
Press, 1914, pp. 437 and 440. 
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"Dieser Aktus endigte sich. Die iibrigen Kleinen waren alle 
vergakelt, Wilhelm allein erwartete das Folgende und sann darauf ." 
(This act thus came to an end. While all the other children were 
in a trance, Wilhelm alone was waiting for the performance to be 
resumed and reflecting on its outcome.) 

As shown especially by the contrast "AVilhelm allein erwartete 
. . . unci sann," vergakelt apparently is used here as a synonym of 
'bezaubert' or 'verziickt.' The state of mind of the majority of 
the children no doubt resembles the one described a few lines back by 
the verb vergeistem: " Der Hohepriester Samuel erschien mit Jona- 
than, und ihre wechselnde Stimmen vergeisterten ganz ihre kleine 
Zuschauer." Very likely their enthusiasm manifested itself even 
more plainly at the end of the act, so that vergakelt may be taken 
in the sense of 'narrisch' or 'von Sinnen.' 

The word vergakelt is not recorded in our dictionaries. As far 
as I am aware it does not occur in German literature except in 
these two passages. We can hardly then accept it as a regular 
Modern German word. How did it find its way into Goethe's 
language? and what is the etymon? 

The only attempt to answer these questions that has come to my 
notice is a brief reference in vol. 51 (p. 298) of the Weimar Goethe 
edition to the participle gegackelt, used by Goethe in a letter to 
Frau von Stein : " Friz hat mich vor vieren geweckt und das neue 
Jahr herbey gegackelt" (Ooethes Brief e, Weimar edition, vol. iv, 
p. 1). Yet gackeln and gakeln are obviously two different verbs. 
Gegackelt in the letter to Frau v. Stein means 'geschwatzt' or 
' geplappert.' Sanders in his Worterbuch i, 529* no doubt is right 
in regarding Goethe's gackeln as a by-form of Mod. Ger. gackeln, 
meaning (1) 'to cluck, cackle,' (2) 'to prattle, chatter.' The co- 
existence of the two present forms, the one without and the other 
with umlaut, has many parallels. Of., e. g., Mod. Ger. schwatzen 
(M. II. G. swatzen) und schwatzen (M. H. G. swetzen) 'to prattle,' 
or Mod. Ger. babbeln (a variant of plappern) and Rhenish Prus- 
sian babbeln 8 ' to babble.' 

If we agree to identify Goethe's gackeln with Mod. Ger. gackeln, 
the gulf correspondingly widens — as regards both the form and the 
meaning — between this verb and the term vergakelt. The spelling 
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oabbele, auch babbele, klatschen, schwiltzen " Hoenig, Worterbuch 
der Kolner Mundart, Kiiln, 1905, p. 11. 
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of the latter word seems to indicate that the stem vowel is long, 
and while the verb gackeln designates the utterance of sounds rather 
than the existence of thoughts, vergakelt clearly refers to a state of 
mind produced in exceptional circumstances. Inasmuch as it im- 
plies a contrast between every day life — or the regular course of 
human thoughts — and a mental condition out of the ordinary, it 
reminds us of certain Modern German words implying a similar 
contrast between reality — or common experience — and visions due 
to artificial means or belonging to an imaginary world, such as 
Gauhler, a synonym of 'Zauberer, Jahrmarktskiinstler, Taschen- 
spieler,' and Gaukelei, meaning 'Zauberei, Blendwerk, Narrens- 
possen.' Is vergahelt then perhaps connected with the Modern 
German verb gaukeln ' to juggle, delude ' ? Taking it for granted 
that the meaning of the word admits this suggestion, it remains 
to be shown that in Goethe's language (or let us say at once, in 
Goethe's dialect) the vowel a (i. e., long a) may replace the Modern 
German diphthong au. 

The substitution of this a for the old * diphthong au is character- 
istic of the Bavarian and of several Central German — especially 
Bhinefranconian and Eastfranconian — dialects. A detailed delin- 
eation of the area in which this vowel-change occurs, may be found 
in one of Wrede's reports on Wenker's Sprachatlas des Deutschen 
Reiches, in the Am. f. dt. AU. xxiii (1897), 209 and 217 and 
xxiv, 123. As regards the district from the Siegerland to the 
Vogelsberg, Wrede's statements were revised by E. Maurmann, 
" Zur Verbreitung von a fur wgerm. au = ahd. ou " (Zs. f. dt. 
Mwndarten hrsg. v. 0. Heilig u. H. Teuchert, 1913, p. 193). The 
region in which this a is met with includes the city of Frankfurt 
on the Main. The noun ' Auge,' e. </., is in Frankfurt pronounced 
A ag, pi. A'dge (see A. Askenasy, Die Frankfurter Mundart u. Hire 
Literatur, Frankf. a. M. 1904, p. 159), 'Baum' is changed to 
Baam, pi. Bdam (e. g., Kersclibaam p. 90, Aeppelbiiam p. 135), 
' taub ' appears as daab, ' Frau ' as Fraa (ib. p. 160), etc. 

The form then in which we might expect to find the Mod. Ger. 
gaukeln, if preserved in this dialect, would be gaakeln. As a mat- 

* By the "old" diphthong au we understand the one corresponding to 
Gothic and Westgermanic au in distinction from the New High German 
au developed from earlier u in words like aus, Braut, Gaul, Saus, Mauer, 
Maul, 8auer, etc. 
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ter of fact, this very verb, together with the noun Gaakeleie, has 
survived in Frankfurt to this day, and the identity of these words 
with Mod. Ger. gaukeln and Qaukelei, although apparently not yet 
noticed, is so evident as to leave no room for any doubt. I shall 
quote again from Askenasy, Die Frankfurter Mundart: 

(1) P. 217: "gaakele (Spass machen) mit de Mdad gaakele 
Fries, St. A. S. 6." 

The reference is to the historical comedy " Das Studenten-Attentat 1833 " 
by Joh. Jac. Fries (in Altfrankfurter humoristisah-historische Sittenbilder 
in dramat. Form von Johann Jacobus. Frank! a. M. 1899). — For the 
interpretation ' Spass machen ' we may substitute, without altering the 
sense, ' Narrheit treiben ' ( ' to fool ' ) in the sense of ' to jest ' or 'to 
joke.' — The words mit de Maad of course mean ' with the girls.' 

(2) P. 72: "die Madchen diirfen keine Oaakeleie (Fries, Rev. 
S. 162) treiben und miissen ruhig an ihrem Fleissklingel arbeiten." 

The reference here is to the comedy Die Revolution 1848 by the same 
author and found in the same collection (Altfrankfurter humoristisch- 
histor. Sittenbilder). — Gaakeleie may be translated by 'Narrheit' ('tom- 
foolery'). 

Was Goethe aware of the fact that he was using a dialectal form 
when he employed the term vergakelt in his first draft of Wilhelm 
Meister? In other words, was he aware of the connection of the 
verb gakeln with High German gaukeln? The answer must be in 
the negative, for the reason that Goethe uses the regular Modern 
German form alongside of the one belonging to the Frankfurt 
dialect. In the second chapter of the Sendung, on the same page 
on which the word vergakelt is found, we read: "Wilhelm aber 
geriet in eine Nachdenklichkeit, dariiber er das Ballet von Mohren 
und Mohrinnen, Schafern und Schaferinnen, Zwergen und Zwer- 
ginnen nur wie im Schatten vor sich hingaukeln sah." 

Hermann Collitz. 

Johns Hopkins University. 



